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On Jan. 22, Colombian President Ernesto Samper suffered his most damaging political setback to
date when his former campaign manager and defense minister, Fernando Botero Zea, accused him
of knowing that contributions from Colombia's drug cartels were channelled into his 1994 election
campaign. Just a month earlier, the congressional Accusations Commission gave Samper a reprieve
when it shelved an investigation into charges that drug money helped finance his campaign.
However, the statements by Botero Zea have increased the possibility that the president will be
forced from office.
Charges that drug money helped finance the campaign first surfaced two days after Samper was
elected in June 1994 (see NotiSur, 06/24/94, 04/14/95, and 05/05/95). After a lengthy investigation, the
congressional Accusations Commission voted on Dec. 14, 1995, to shelve the investigation for lack of
evidence. While not absolving the president, the decision appeared to give Samper some breathing
space (see NotiSur, 01/05/96).
However, on Jan. 22, Fernando Botero Zea exploded a new and potentially deadly political
bombshell when he said the president was fully aware of the substantial contributions from the Cali
cartel to his campaign. Botero, who headed Samper's campaign and was once considered one of
Samper's closest associates and personal friends, was arrested last August and has been detained
at a military base ever since. "With great sadness, because I care for the president and his family, I
have to say that, yes, the president knew (about the cartel contributions)," said Botero. "
And more than that, he is very seriously involved in those events." Botero said he remained silent
after his arrest thinking his silence would minimize the crisis in the government, but finally decided
that the crisis was deepening and he must speak out. "Every day the crisis gets worse," said Botero.
"It is affecting the economy, the credibility of the country, relations with the US. It is causing
very grave harm to the country." Botero said he became aware that drug money was entering the
campaign treasury just before the elections. "When I realized what was going on, instead of doing
something to stop it, I simply looked the other way," said Botero. "That was my big mistake, which I
am going to regret for the rest of my life. From the bottom of my heart I ask all Colombians and the
members of my family to forgive me."
Political observers said a factor in Botero's decision to go public now with his accusations was
undoubtedly timing. The deadline on the offer of leniency in exchange for cooperation with
authorities investigating the scandal was quickly approaching, and Botero clearly decided that the
time had come to act. Following his public accusations, Botero said he feared for his safety and that
of his family and he said he had sent his children out of the country to protect them. "In our country
there is no way of guaranteeing the personal integrity of my family, close friends, and lawyers,"
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Botero said. "I wouldn't want to be the next victim of violence, but I have decided to assume any risk
necessary and pay any cost so that the country can finally know the truth."
Although apparently caught off-guard by Botero's accusations, Samper quickly responded in a
televised speech in which he said his former confidant was "lying" to save himself. "I was deeply
hurt when I heard the infamous statements of former minister Fernando Botero," said Samper. "The
truth tonight, which hurts, is that Dr. Botero is lying to save himself." The president again insisted,
as he has since the scandal first surfaced in 1994, that he will not resign. "I am not going to leave the
country adrift to satisfy the political interests of a few people who have converted this process into
an electoral battle," said Samper.
Meanwhile, US President Bill Clinton's administration, which has strongly criticized the Colombian
government in the past and has threatened to withhold the government certification necessary
for Colombia to receive US aid, reacted with uncharacteristic reserve to the Botero declarations,
saying it was an internal Colombian matter. White House spokesperson Michael McCurry refused
to comment on the calls for Samper to step down or to say whether Botero's declarations were
prompted by pressure from Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) chief John Deutch, who was in
Bogota last week. Within the Samper administration, the first political casualty following Botero's
declarations came when Minister of Health Augusto Galan Sarmiento resigned on Jan. 23.
Although Galan is not considered one of the most important cabinet members, his resignation
signals a rupture in the support and solidarity that has existed in Samper's cabinet. Galan joins a
growing number of former allies now apparently deserting the president. On Jan. 17, Partido Liberal
Sen. Maria Izquierdo resigned, saying she will cooperate with the justice department's investigation
into the campaign financing scandal. Izquierdo is one of 15 legislators under investigation by the
Supreme Court for allegedly accepting campaign contributions from the drug cartels in 1994.
The daily newspaper El Tiempo reported that Izquierdo admitted to the Court that she had
received US$30,000 from the cartel for the Partido Liberal. "I am here to tell the truth, whatever
the cost," Izquierdo reportedly told investigators. However, Izquierdo's lawyer, Jaime Lombana,
said his client's decision did not mean she was accepting criminal responsibility for the charges
against her. On Jan. 23, Samper called an emergency cabinet meeting and several other high-level
meetings to discuss how to deal with the deepening crisis and "make Colombia governable." Senate
president Julio Cesar Guerra said that Samper will convoke a special session of Congress, which is
in recess until March, and offer to submit to a political trial. Meanwhile, calls for Samper to resign
are increasing. Three important political figures all possible contenders in the next presidential
election called for Samper to step down, blaming him for the institutional vacuum in the country.
The opinions were expressed, in separate instances, by former commerce minister Juan Manuel
Santos; former foreign minister Noemi Sanin; and Samper's opponent in the 1994 elections, Andres
Pastrana.
In addition, on Jan. 22 a group of 12 former government officials, including five former ministers
all with strong ties to former Colombian president Cesar Gaviria published a letter criticizing the
country's politicians and, in particular, the Samper administration. "Colombia's citizens cannot
continue to wait for the government and the politicians to untangle the web of scandals that they
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themselves have created and which have paralyzed the country," said the letter. Many business
leaders and influential members of the economic community have joined those calling for Samper
to step down, saying they fear the economic impact of a prolonged crisis, including a drop in
investment, a reduction in international trade, an increase in capital flight, and a rise in interest
rates.
If Samper continues to resist pressure to step down voluntarily, a new investigation a near
certainty could eventually force the president to choose between resigning or facing impeachment
proceedings. He could stop short of resigning, but take a leave of absence while an independent
investigation is carried out. Samper has reportedly also considered holding a referendum on
whether to leave office, but that appears unlikely. According to the Colombian Constitution, if
Samper resigns, Vice President Humberto de la Calle will assume the presidency until Aug. 7, 1998,
when Samper's term of office expires. The vice president would also take over if Samper were to
take a leave of absence.
Even before this latest blow to Samper's image, a Gallup poll published Jan. 7 indicated that 75%
of Colombians believe the president's campaign was partially funded by drug money from the Cali
cartel. The poll, carried out in late December and published in the weekly news magazine Semana,
also showed that 53% of those questioned believe the president lied when he said that if drug money
entered his campaign coffers, it was without his knowledge. However, despite the overwhelming
belief that Samper is tied to drug money, 66% of the respondents in early January did not think the
president should resign.
Underscoring the cynicism with which many Colombians view the political system in general, most
respondents said they believe Samper's campaign was not the first to have taken drug money and
said he should not be punished for something other politicians have done before him. In an El
Tiempo poll carried out after Botero's declaration, 62% of those responding said they believe Botero,
while 20% said they believe Samper. The remaining 18% said they didn't know who to believe.
In addition, most other most polls taken since Botero spoke also show that a majority now feels
Samper should resign. (Sources: Notimex, 01/07/96, 01/23/96; Reuter, 01/07/96, 01/17/96, 01/18/96,
01/22-24/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/09/96, 01/18/96, 01/22/96, 01/24/96; Deutsche Press Agentur,
01/22/96, 01/24/96; New York Times, 01/25/96)
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